The History of Media Archives – Lessons to Learn?

by Eva Fønss-Jørgensen, State and University Library

I will make this presentation very brief and start with answering the question of this session:

Can we learn anything from the history of media archiving? 

My answer would be: Yes, I think we can!

”Media archiving” is here defined as the audiovisual parallel to the traditional national obligation to collect and preserve the cultural heritage in order to ensure that it will be available for future generations for research and study. This is from the point of view that the content of the historical audiovisual media represents the ”audiovisual memory” of the past.

What we can learn from the history of media archives, is that it is necessary:

· to be aware of the historical and cultural importance of new media at the moment they appear as a result of the technological development,

· to be aware of the needs of the users who want to get access to the media as reference material in research, education and in the democratic process (i.e. the needs of the research community, the educational area and the general public),

· to be aware of the needs of the archive who has to establish an infrastructure to collect, store, preserve and provide access to the materials. The needs of the archive comprise e.g. technological competence and professional archival skills to handle the new media formats along with the competence for handling the existing and outdated media formats, and finally

· to focus on copyright and realise that is necessary to negotiate agreements with the right holders in order to be able to provide access to the collections. The legal constraints on audiovisual media are so heavy that the copyright law itself will not be sufficient to ensure access. The archive must therefore negotiate agreements with both producers and copyright holders. If we are going to establish a kind of committee to monitor the dynamic part of the ”Danish” Internet (as a possible outcome of this conference) I will recommend that we invite the rightholders to participate. Our experience at the State and University Library is that a good dialogue from the start turns out to be fruitful in the long run.

We can look at this very simplified chronology of the history of audiovisual media and media archiving in Denmark. 
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The chronology shows that the history of audiovisual media started 100 years ago with the invention of the film and the invention of sound recording (only ”music” is shown as example). It also appears that the nationwide public service radio channel (Denmark’s Radio) started in the 1920ies and Danish television started in the 1950ies.- During the 1980ies and 1990ies we experienced a real media explosion as a consequense of the technological development and changes in the media policy. The media explosion resulted in a lot of local and some nationwide commercial stations, which to a high degree both affected the production policy of the existing public service stations and also the listening and viewing habits and the cultural consumption of the whole population.

It also appears from the chronology that even though the media development started 100 years ago – and grew rapidly during the last half of the 20th century, it was not until 1987 the State Media Archive was established. And it was not until 1998 we had a revision of the Danish Legal Deposit Act from 1927. The revision of the Legal Deposit Act in 1998 finally included the audiovisual media in terms of published videos, cassette tapes and CDs (but still not broadcast material!). As a very foresighted element, the new Danish Legal Deposit Act in 1998 also included legal deposit for web publications, but so far only the so-called ’static’ part of the Danish Internet. This is a problem which will be elaborated more tomorrow by Birgit Henriksen who will talk about ”Danish Legal Deposit: Experience and need for Adjustments”.

If we look at the State Media Archive it was established as a part of The State and University Library in Aarhus in 1987 with the obligation to collect and preserve all programmes from Denmark’s Radio and also - to some extent - to cover the new local broadcasting activities which in the beginning of the 1980ies were introduced as the first step towards the breaking of the broadcast monopoly of Denmark’s Radio. In 1988, TV 2 - the second public service broadcast station in Denmark - was established. It was not a part of the assignment of the State Media Archive to collect this station, but we made an agreement with TV 2 which made it possible to collect this station as well.

If we focus on radio and television archiving it is interesting here to notice that the State Media Archive was established 20 years after that the actual need for such an archive was first expressed by the primary users: The Media Research Community and Mass Communication Studies started in the late 1960ies, and were gradually consolidated and expanded during the 1970ies. In that period there was a constant pressure from the researchers that the Ministry of Culture should provide possibility for them to get access to the sources they were actually studing. – But, as said, this was not realised until 20 years later.

When finally the State Media Archive was established in 1987 there were four major problems:

1) The first problem had to do with copyright: From the start there was no access to the materials at all. The radio and television archive was established as a so-called ”dead archive” because of unsolved copyright questions. You can imagine the frustration of the researhers: Now they finally got their archive, but they could not use it! This problem was later partly solved with the new Copyright Act in 1995, when the State Media Archive was opened for research access. But still, the access is only limited to research purposes. Teachers are still not allowed to use the material in education, and this causes some frustration. Also, people who are used to consult their public library if they want to read ”yesterday’s newspaper” cannot understand why they can’t get access to ”yesterday’s television news” or ”yesterday’s radio news” in the library as well.

2) The second problem has to do with lost/missing historical material: The State Media Archive primarily contains material produced from the 1980ies and onwards – retrospective and historical materials have only been collected casually from private donators or other sources. And there is of course a demand for access to earlier historical sources among researchers. The archives of Denmark’s Radio contain a considerable part of the Danish broadcast history, but they have primarily been established with the purpose of re-broadcasting. Furthermore, the preservation policy in Denmark’s Radio has changed over the years. Not everything has been kept, either for technical reasons or because of lacking resources. In fact, it is only recently the attention has been drawn to the importance of archiving the programmes – and this has resulted in some ”black holes” in the old broadcast archives. (This is not only a Danish problem. As mentioned earlier this morning by Seamus Ross this is also the case in other European broadcast archives, e.g. the BBC.)

3)  The third problem of the State Media Archive has to do with money: There is no financial possiblity for extending the collections of the archive along with the emergence of the new commercial broadcast stations which have appeared during the 1980ies and 1990ies as a consequense of the revised media policy. – Further, the format of the tapes we receive is generally a non-professional standard: To some entent we still receive analogue tapes for radio, and VHS or Super-VHS for television. – This is a problem for the quality and long term preservation responsibility of the archive.

4) The fourth – and last problem – has to do with selection: Today we collect all programmes from Denmark’s Radio including the two nationwide TV-channels DR1 and DR2, plus - on the radioside - all 4 nationwide channels and the 9 regional stations. Also, every programme sent by TV2 – Danish as well as foreign productions – are acquired by the State Media Archive. The local broadcast programmes are collected on a selective basis: once a year we ask the local stations to send a week’s production to the archive. – Also TV3 is collected selectively: since 1998 we have off-air recorded all Danish produced programmes sent by the station. – But we still miss important stations such as DK4 and TVDenmark

So far, there have been no strictly formulated selection criteria for radio and television archiving in the State Media Archive. Except for the public service stations DR and TV 2 (where we have a total coverage) we have only formulated selection criteria for local broadcasting: We collect one ”normal” week per year, normally in the autumn. This is a very ”mechanical method” which is quite easy to handle. By using this method we expect to get a representative documentation of the local media development in Denmark over the years  (the method can be compared to the ”snapshot method” when talking about archiving the web). As a supplement we sometimes ask the local stations to send us programmes in relation to specific events, e.g. local elections which take place every four years.

This selection method was discussed with the researchers when we started the archive in 1987. They would have preferred a total coverage of the local media, but this was not possible. On the other side, our experience with the use of the local media collected this way as ”snapshots” is that the demand from the researchers so far has been very limited.

As for the other nationwide stations which have been established since 1987 there have been no resources to acquire them in the State Media Archive. The only exception, as mentioned, is the commercial TV3 where we in 1998 started to record all Danish produced programmes from the air. This was a decision we made without consulting the researchers.

We have presently some very interesting discussions with the archives of Denmark’s Radio and TV 2 about selection criteria for historical programmes to be digitised: In the new Danish political Media Agreement 80 mio. DKK have been reserved to preserve/digitise old programmes. We estimate that we can digitise 10-12% of the total collections, and the question is now: What should be digitised? – The overall criteria defined by the politicians is that the selection should meet the needs of the researchers and reflect the need for preserving the cultural heritage. But – as far as possible – the selection should also consider the needs of the stations to re-use the selected historical material in the broadcast production process! To discuss the selection and plan the project we have settled a working group which also includes a representative from the research community. And it turns out that the selection task is not an easy one: There are considerable differences in the needs of the researchers and the broadcast producers (this is maybe no surprise). – But it also turns out that it is also difficult to meet the needs of the researchers, because we have to select from a corpus which is not complete, and the technical and/or archival conditions of the archived material make it very expensive to handle in the digitisation process.

So what we can learn further from the history of media archives is that:

· the exact purpose of the archive has to be defined from the start, and

· if you cannot collect and preserve it all, you need a selection strategy from the start to be implemented already in the acquisition phase. If you collect a lot of material and you later want to discard some of it, it will be a very difficult and expensive process, and finally

· even though there are unsolved copyright questions and access conditions therefore are not clear from the start, this should not prevent you from establishing the archive. What is important is to get hold of the materials before they disappear, but you should only collect the materials you need according to the purpose of your archive! 
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